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Talks to settle differences between Nicaraguan President Arnoldo Aleman's administration and the
Frente Sandinista de Liberacion Nacional (FSLN) have broken down for the second time this year.
The most recent negotiations resulted from the massive street protests led by the FSLN in April (see
NotiCen, 04/24/97). But the talks ended in May with little more than a few tentative agreements.
With the failure of the talks and a new Sandinista threat to return to the streets, Aleman offered
to broaden what essentially had been closed negotiations with the FSLN into a vast "national
dialogue," covering employment, production, investment, natural resources, public security, and
education. The president promised that five government representatives would be joined in the
dialogue by two representatives each from a long list of organizations, including all political parties,
labor unions, businesses, universities, and the Catholic Church.

Daniel Ortega and the FSLN boycott the dialogue
The idea seemed to be in tune with recent opinion polls that consistently show the public wants
an end to confrontational politics. However, Ortega immediately announced that the FSLN would
boycott the dialogue, which began on June 30, until the administration halts layoffs of government
workers and reduces prices on basic goods and services. Vituperation continues to mark the
exchanges between Ortega and Aleman, with each portraying the other as the reincarnation of
dictator Anastasio Somoza.
An administration-sponsored bill to punish participants in violent demonstrations with up
to six months in prison prompted Ortega to charge that Aleman was intent upon imposing a
dictatorship. He called the president a liar and a thief and asked "how can he have a dialogue
about unemployment when a few day before inaugurating this charade, he throws workers into
the street?" For his part, Aleman said Ortega's regime (1979-1990) "was the biggest totalitarian
dictatorship" in Nicaraguan history. "Daniel [Ortega] and Somoza are the same thing."
Ortega responded a few days later with the revelation that there was a growing belief within the
FSLN that the Aleman government had to be overthrown because of its dictatorial tendencies. He
cited the anti-protest bill as proof of Aleman's intentions and described the measure as the same
device Somoza had used to crush dissent. Accusing the government of setting up paramilitary
groups to fight the FSLN, Ortega justified the formation of "civilian self-defense groups" who would
be "obliged" to take up arms. "We do not want war but we cannot allow...the imposition of another
Somocista dictatorship," said Ortega.
Aleman threatened to charge Ortega with sedition but drew back, suggesting that the heated
remarks were mere rhetoric. FSLN calls a second mass protest On June 23, the FSLN National
Directorate renewed the April protests, led as before primarily by pro-Sandinista labor unions
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and civic groups. Three days later, university students, furious over a cut in government funding
for higher education, also took to the streets with FSLN backing. The budget cuts were in line
with austerity measures recommended by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) as a condition
for further multilateral assistance. But Aleman appeared to give the opposition a new cause by
defending the cuts as no cuts at all. In April, he vetoed a US$36 million allocation for higher
education on grounds that it had not been correctly calculated.
The Constitution requires that 6% of the national budget be allocated to universities. Aleman said
that the amount should be 6% of regular revenues only, while the Assembly's proposed allocation
was based on 6% of both regular revenues and international donations.
Aleman's formula yielded only US$30.5 million, which rectors of the 10 universities that receive
government funds agreed to accept. However, they protested that the amount did not comply with
the Constitution. The student demonstrations that followed were aimed both at the administration
and at the decision of the rectors to accept the first installment of the contested funding. The protest
continued into the second week of July with at least 80 reported casualties and property losses
estimated at US$200,000. In three hours of the worst violence, some 2,000 students battled with
police near the Universidad Centroamericana (UCA) in Managua.
Meanwhile, Ortega added two new conditions for joining the national dialogue: Aleman must
restore the US$36 million university allocation and drop the anti-protest bill, neither of which
Aleman was willing to do. Aleman seemed to dismiss Ortega's boycott as a matter of importance
only to Ortega. "It's not up to me to convince Daniel to go to the dialogue," said the president. "If
he were a woman, perhaps I would convince him, but otherwise, he has the freedom to go or not
to go." But a consensus was emerging from leaders of most political organizations that without
the FSLN the country's second-largest party no national dialogue could achieve much. And, while
Ortega maintained his boycott throughout the first week in July, Roberto Calderon, moderator of the
dialogue, told the press that midlevel FSLN leaders had indicated to him a willingness to participate.

Aleman promises to accept results of the dialogue
Even if Calderon should bring about a change in the FSLN position, Aleman will have to convince
the dialogue participants that he will take their proposals seriously. Calderon and others said that
Aleman's speech inaugurating the dialogue was vague and made no commitment to translate any
consensus resulting from the dialogue into public policy.
Calderon insisted that the government must commit itself to incorporating the results into law
or into some government plan. Antonio Lacayo, president of the Proyecto Nacional, threatened
to pull his party out of the dialogue if Aleman does not accept Calderon's view. Aleman quickly
changed course as the national dialogue threatened to come apart. At first treating the dialogue as
an exercise in self-expression, Aleman has now moved to redefine it as the necessary spadework
for policy changes. On July 8, he promised that agreements coming from the dialogue would take
effect "immediately." [Sources: Deutsche Press Agentur, 06/04/97; Inforpress Centroamericana
(Guatemala), 06/20/97, 06/27/97; Miami Herald, 06/30/97; Reuter, 06/09/97, 06/10/97, 07/01/997;
Agencia Centroamericana de Noticias Spanish News Service, 07/01/97; Notimex, 07/02/97, 07/03/97;
LPN, 04/29/97, 05/20/97, 06/23/97, 06/24/97, 06/25/97, 07/07/97, 07/08/97]
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